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Foreword  
 

 

There are many people whose day-to-day experiences remain invisible to the 

broader community, with the acts perpetrated against them seemingly going 

unnoticed. Even when we do realise what is happening, knowing the best way to 

respond to the complexities of individual experience can be difficult to determine – 

individually and systemically. It can take a long time to catch up and work out what 

has to be done.  

 

The evidence in this report is chilling, not only because of the extent to which 

women with a disability are experiencing violence, but also because it has taken so 

long to properly identify the problem and consider solutions.  

 

The authors, contributing organisations and Reichstein Foundation are to be 

commended for supporting and developing this initiative, and particularly for 

constructing its recommendations within a human rights framework. 

 

This human rights framework is significant. Whilst such an approach is not yet 

familiar, Victoria has recently enacted a Charter of Human Rights and 

Responsibilities, protecting rights and requiring that public authorities act compatibly 

with those rights. In this context, it is crucial for the Victorian community to develop 

an understanding of the importance of a human rights-based approach in keeping 

government accountable and in building a culture of human rights in this State.   

 

 A human rights-based approach involves a consideration of both “what” we will do, 

and “how” we are going to do it. In relation to violence against women with 

disabilities, it requires consideration of the rights of these women to be secure, free 

from cruel, inhuman and degrading treatment, to have their privacy respected and 

their right to life upheld. 

 

A human rights-based approach will assist to improve women’s access to services 

and the quality of service they receive. It will offer a useful framework for dealing 

with the complex and challenging issues that arise in the interplay between disability 

and experiences of violence, which have often conspired to render these women 

invisible, powerless and silent.  

 

In short, a human rights-based approach will constitute best practice at the same 

time as encouraging compliance with the Charter. In fact, the prevention of violence 

against women was seen as one of the issues most likely to benefit from a human 

rights-based approach at a recent UK forum examining the relevance of this 

approach to the community sector.1 

 

The recommendations contained in this report reflect many of the key principles 

underpinning a human rights-based approach to policy development and service 

delivery, summarised in the PANEL acronym – participation, accountability, non-

discrimination, equality and attention to vulnerable groups, empowerment and 

linkages to human rights standards. 

 

 

 

 

 

                                                 
1 British Institute of Human Rights and National Council for Voluntary Organisations 

(2006), Report of the NCVO/BIHR roundtable: human rights and the VCS, 3, 
available at http://www.bihr.co.uk/sites/default/files/NVCO.pdf 
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This report recognises that in adopting a human-rights based approach, process is as 

important as outcome, both because of the fundamental importance of 

empowerment and participation within that framework, and because the nature of 

the process inevitably determines the success, utility and acceptance of the 

outcome. 

 

Finally, and perhaps most importantly, the women who courageously told their 

stories must be recognised. It is their stories that are so necessary to tell, because 

as the report highlights, so often the existing support structures have been ill-

equipped to properly recognise and understand these women’s experiences, let alone 

support their journey towards healing. 

 

I commend this report to policy makers and people seeking to ensure that human 

rights are protected for all women, not least those women whose stories are at the 

heart of this report and of building the evidence. 

 

 

 

Dr Helen Szoke 

Chief Conciliator/Chief Executive Officer 

Victorian Equal Opportunity and Human Rights Commission 

 

31 July 2008 
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Australia) 
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(Commonwealth of Australia) 
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– the Victorian Family Violence Reform Research Program, 

The University of Melbourne 
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The Research at a Glance 
 

 
 
 

Research Objectives  

 
To analyse the extent to which current Victorian 

family violence policy and practice recognises and 

provides for women with disabilities who experience 

violence; and to make recommendations to improve 

responses to women with disabilities dealing with 

family violence. 

 

Findings 

 
� Family violence sector standards and codes and 

guidelines say little about how to support 

women with disabilities 

� Most services do not routinely collect data on 

disability and family violence 

� Most family violence workers consulted had 

minimal or no training in supporting women with 

disabilities 

� Little is  known about the help-seeking 

experiences of women with disabilities 

experiencing violence 

� The human rights of women with disabilities to 

be free from violence requires planned action 

NOW 

� Family violence and disability services need: 

� sustained collaboration with each other 

that includes specialist advice, secondary 

consultation and education about women 

with disabilities experiencing violence . 

� education from women with disabilities 

� to undertake risk assessment and to 

respond appropriately 

� Family violence services must  

� improve physical access 

� Provide information in accessible formats 

is very limited 

� Provide secure, affordable crisis, 

supported and permanent 

accommodation available 

� Provide more intensive case management 

and post-crisis support is needed 

 

The Team 

 
 

 

 
 

Chris Jennings, Felicity Julian 

Keran Howe, Cathy 

Humphreys, Lucy Healey 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

 

The key finding from this research is that there are 
major gaps in knowledge, policy and processes that 

will require significant resourcing in order to improve 
services to women with disabilities 
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Executive Summary 
 
This report presents research completed for the Victorian Women with Disabilities 

Network Advocacy Information Service (VWDN AIS). The VWDN AIS is a service 

developed in partnership between Victorian Women with Disabilities Network 

(VWDN) and Women’s Health Victoria (WHV). The VWDN is the statewide network 

of women with disabilities which represents key issues of concern to women with 

disabilities in Victoria. The WHV is the statewide women’s health service, which 

advocates for women and works with other organisations for better health 

outcomes for women. VWDN AIS invited the Alfred Felton Research Program at 

The University of Melbourne and the Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria 

(DVRCV) as strategic partners in this research.2 The purpose of the research was 

to analyse the extent to which current Victorian family violence policy and 

practice recognises and provides for women with disabilities who experience 

violence.  Research was conducted from December 2007 to June 2008.  

Why we did this research 
 
There is a dearth of awareness and knowledge in Australia and overseas about 

the nature and prevalence of violence against women with disabilities. There is 

even less about the help-seeking experiences of women with disabilities who have 

lived with violence, and the gaps in - and accessibility to - the relevant support 

services. And yet: 

 

� An estimated 20% of the Australian population live with a disability, 

approximately half of whom are women (1.8 million) and 7% of whom are 

living with severe disabilities. This is a large, key population group. 

 

� As our population continues to age, it is expected that the proportion of 

Australians developing age-related disabilities will increase. 

 

� Women with disabilities often live and work in situations which make them 

especially vulnerable to violence and abuse. 

 

� Women with disabilities experience specific forms of violence that are often 

invisible to others as well as experiencing the violence and abuse that is 

common to all women. 

 

� There is considerable under-reporting of violence against women (with and 

without disabilities) in our data collection. 

 

� Violence against women and children is not only a major factor in 

homelessness and poverty but in causing further disabilities. 

 

� There are significant human rights conventions that require the family 

violence service response system to be inclusive and equipped to work with all 

clients, including women with disabilities and for data collection processes to 

be inclusive of people with disabilities. 

 

Knowing this, the VWDN AIS committed to address violence against women with 

disabilities as one of its core tasks. In 2007, VWDN AIS’ A Framework for 
Influencing Change: responding to violence against women with disabilities was 
launched and funding was secured from the Reichstein Foundation to undertake a  

 

                                                 
2 Formerly the Domestic Violence and Incest Resource Centre (DVIRC), recently simplified 

to the Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria (DVRCV). 
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5 month research project to ‘build the evidence’ about the status of service 

provision, data collection, standards relevant to the family violence sector, 

workforce development needs, and monitoring and evaluation with regard to 

women with disabilities. Further funding was received from DHS, which permitted 

the extension of the project to 6 months. 

Aim of research 
 
The project aimed to work with government, universities and the relevant family 

violence and disability sectors to bring together a body of evidence from which 

recommendations could be made that would help improve family violence service 

responses to women with disabilities experiencing violence. 

 

In addition, the outcomes of the project aim to inform the implementation of 

Victoria’s Integrated Family Violence Reform and contribute to research about the 

Reform.3 

Scope of research 
 

� A literature review to ascertain the incidence and nature of violence 

against women with disabilities; 

� The identification of legislation and Human Rights conventions and their 

implications for relevant services; 

� Interviews with women with disabilities who have experienced violence - 

and workers (in specialist family violence agencies and family violence 

programs in mainstream agencies) - to document the processes of help-

seeking; 

� Identification of positive developments in service delivery by the family 

violence sector with regard to women with disabilities experiencing 

violence; 

� The identification and analysis of current data collection processes by 

government and relevant sectors; 

� The identification of relevant current family violence sector standards and 

an analysis of what they have to say about supporting women with 

disabilities; 

� Documentation of the workforce development needs and training 

initiatives of the family violence sector and, where feasible, the disability 

sector; 

� Documentation of recommendations for future policy, practice, research 

and evaluation. 

                                                 
3 For a summary of Victoria’s family violence reform initiatives, see Section 2.5 in the main 

body of the report. 
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Findings 

Key findings 
 

� Whilst there has been significant progress in incorporating women with 

disabilities into family violence reforms and the response system, there is 

still insufficient incorporation of issues facing women with disabilities, 

including women from Indigenous and immigrant backgrounds. There are, 

nonetheless, specific initiatives that have developed that serve as 

‘beacons’ of good practice and positive developments in supporting women 

� with disabilities experiencing violence and in further developing the 

integrative aspect of Victoria’s family violence response system. 

 

� Whilst some family violence workers have suggested a specialist service be 

developed for women with disabilities experiencing violence, our analysis 

indicates that there is strong evidence for encouraging the family violence 

services to obtain specialist advice, secondary consultation, and education 

from existing disability and family violence advocacy and peak body 

services. 

 

Collaboration between disability and family violence 

(and other) sectors 
 

� There is currently minimal collaboration between the family violence and 

disability sectors and yet our analysis of positive developments in Victoria, 

other jurisdictions in Australia and overseas indicates that the most 

beneficial responses to women with disabilities experiencing violence 

involve strong collaborative partnerships in which expertise is shared 

between these (and other) service sectors. 

 

� Time commitment to the development of cross-sectoral partnerships, 

systems and building capacity relationships requires financial and human 

resources that are often beyond individual staff and agency commitments. 

The role of cross-sectoral, specialist initiatives provides ‘beacons’ for good 

practice. They not only respond to unmet needs but provide leadership for 

the whole sector in an area where practice and policy has been generally 

poorly developed. 

 
Risk assessment 
 

� If, as the international and Australian literature indicates, women with 

disabilities are at greater risk of being targeted by perpetrators of 

violence, we need to find ways to capture this in assessing women’s risk. 

This is an issue requiring sensitivity in order to avoid labelling women with 

disabilities as automatically experiencing violence. 
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Access 
 

� Access is generally understood in merely physical terms; there is 

insufficient understanding of the fact that awareness of – and attitudes to 

– ‘disability’ is also part of providing a supportive service to women 

experiencing family violence and the capacity to engage with women with 

disabilities. For example, one family violence worker said they were 

doubtful that management would see supporting women with disabilities 

as “part of their core business” in providing a family violence service. 

 

� That said, physical inaccessibility is a major impediment to agencies being 

able to offer services that are inclusive of women of all abilities. Physical 

access also means the ability to reach a service and having access to all of 

its essential facilities. 

 

Information and communication 
 

� Access also involves women with disabilities having knowledge about 

violence and abuse and for information to be available in accessible, 

alternative formats (such as sign interpreters, Braille, audio, Plain and 

Easy English, electronic text, SMS and telephone access relay services). 

Few services, however, provide information in alternative formats that are 

accessible to women with particular functional impairments. To provide 

good information, services must consider the needs of women with 

disabilities in their planning and ensure that their staff have the 

appropriate training and skills. 

 

Community education 
 

� Women consulted expressed a desire for more information to be available 

about the existence and range of support available for women with 

disabilities – and children with disabilities – experiencing family violence. 

 

Accommodation for women and children with 

disabilities 
 

� There is a serious lack of suitable alternative emergency and secure, 

permanent housing options for women of all abilities. Refuge workers, for 

example, spoke of having no ‘exit points’ to help women to move out of 

crisis accommodation. The difficulties in finding suitable, affordable and 

accessible accommodation for women with disabilities, particularly those 

who have children with disabilities, compound the problems. There is also 

an urgent need to minimise the number of times women with disabilities 

have to move from region to region chasing safe, accessible and affordable 

housing. 

 

� There is limited knowledge in the family violence sector about what 

accessible crisis accommodation actually exists. This knowledge does not 

appear to be widely available across the sector. 
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� There is only one independent (i.e. non-communal), specialised disability 

unit in the crisis accommodation system (at Molly’s House), that provides 

accessible accommodation to women with disabilities and their children 

(including dependent sons). 

 

� There are insufficient supported accommodation services in the crisis and 

post-crisis accommodation system for women and children with 

disabilities. 

 

� For some women with disabilities, going into a refuge is not an option if 

the refuge is not suitable or where there are other considerations. For 

example, when children with disabilities are involved, the dynamics of 

communal living; or the disruption to a child’s access to a special school or 

therapy, are an additional burden. 

 

Other service issues 
 

� Family violence workers experience working with women with mental 

health issues as a significant challenge. They also spoke of the difficulty 

for these women to be believed by services, including the court system 

and police. 

 

� Workers identified the need for an increased capacity to engage in 

complex case management, given that women with disabilities often 

present with high support needs in relation to counselling, re-establishing 

networks and community, and ensuring that services are in place when a 

woman moves into a new area. 

 

� Women reported that they needed and wanted regular, long-term, post-

crisis support. If this is to be provided, there need to be improvements in 

tracking women so they are not ‘lost to the system’ when they move. 

 

� There is a need to ensure that there are sequestered waiting rooms for 

victims of family violence and sexual assault when attending courts. This 

is, in fact, important for women of all abilities. 

 

Data collection 
 

� Women with disabilities are not being identified and counted in our data 

collection processes on violence. This means the incidence of violence 

against women with disabilities is invisible. 

 

� Most services do not routinely collect disaggregated data on disability and 

family violence, including our national data collection, hospitals, courts, 

and police. Victorian SAAP agencies providing assistance due to family 

violence, and the respective Victorian DHS’ family services and family 

violence services data, provide limited information that identifies only 

some women with disabilities. 
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Family violence standards, codes and guidelines 
 

� Most of the eight Victorian family violence sector standards, codes and 

guidelines that were analysed have little to say about how best to support 

women and children with disabilities experiencing violence. 

 

� A stronger profile on women and children with disabilities is required in all 

of these documents based on 10 minimum standards that have been 

developed.  

 

� Family violence agencies need access to good advice upon which to base 

their communication strategies. For example, one service stated that they 

bought a telephone typewriter (TTY) machine, advertised and trained staff 

in how to use it, but are disappointed that it has not been used in the last 

year (they are, instead, using the national relay service). 

 

� Access to appropriate information is essential to violence prevention. Such 

information should target women and girls with disabilities and their 

families from all cultural backgrounds. 

 

Workforce development 
 

� Consultations with family violence workers revealed that they had minimal 

or no training in disability awareness, no training about disability and 

family violence, and that they acquired their knowledge of how to support 

women with disabilities through ‘learning on the job’. 

 

� Consultations with family violence workers revealed that some staff found 

it difficult or embarrassing to ask if a woman has a disability. 

 

� Consultations with disability and family violence sector workers (in the 

course of the DVRCV Violence Against Women with Disabilities Project 

research) revealed that workers in both sectors have readily identified 

training as a priority. Disability workers indicated their interest and need 

for training that focuses on disclosure and referral, whilst family violence 

workers identified broader training needs based on ‘disability awareness’, 

learning how to navigate access to disability support services, and building 

worker confidence in supporting women with disabilities. 

 

� Mapping and analysis of the sector-wide training initiatives in 2007 and 

2008 regarding women with disabilities experiencing violence reveal an 

unprecedented level of disability and family violence training; however, 

these initiatives will only reach a small proportion of workers in either of 

these sectors (for example, at most 143 disability workers out of a 

statewide workforce of 11,000 disability workers in 2008 in DHS’ Women 
with a Disability Family Violence Learning Program).  

 

� Consultations with family violence workers and the mapping of training 

research indicate challenges to workers’ engagement with training 

opportunities. There is a need for leadership from managers and strong 

support from regional co-ordinators, and word of mouth, in devising ways 

to support workers to take up training opportunities. Family violence 



Executive Summary 

 

17 

workers explained that whilst their respective agencies may encourage 

staff to have training, their workloads have increased to such an extent 

that they are reluctant to do so as there is no-one to fill in for them. This 

means they do not have the opportunity to network or get information 

about training for supporting women with disabilities. To date all training 

programs have been delivered to less than capacity numbers, with some 

training days cancelled owing to lack of registrations. 

 

� Women’s experiences of mainstream health professionals’ responses 

suggest that the latter (including psychologists and counsellors) require 

education about the links between family violence and disability, the 

impact of violence on women and children (including violence-induced 

disabilities), and early intervention and risk assessment skills. 

 

� Members of the judiciary, lawyers, court officials and police require better 

education about family violence and its impact on women and children 

with disabilities. 

 

Monitoring, research and evaluation 
 

� Monitoring and evaluative processes to measure the prevalence and 

nature of violence against women and children with disabilities are lacking. 

 

� We do not know enough about the help-seeking experiences of women 

with disabilities who have been subject to violence, or about the 

experiences of family workers in supporting women with disabilities, as 

this project was only able to undertake limited research in these two 

areas. 

 

Recommendations 
 
These recommendations affirm the direction of and strategies identified in the 

Victorian Women with Disabilities Network Advocacy Information Service’s A 
Framework for Influencing Change: Responding to Violence against Women with 
Disabilities 2007 – 2009. They should be considered in developing the proposed 
whole-of-government Strategic Framework for Family Violence Reform, which 

intends to guide action on addressing violence against women in Victoria until 

2013. 

 

1. Key recommendations: A human rights approach  
 
1.1 That the core human rights principles of equality, human dignity, mutual 

respect, freedom from violence, participation and empowerment, 

accountability, equity and access are reflected in the strategies, policies and 

practices adopted to improve family violence services to women with 

disabilities. 

 

1.2 That this human rights approach involve a three-part strategy in order to 

improve the access of women with disabilities to family violence sector 

services throughout the state: 
 

� The incorporation of issues facing women with disabilities into all 

aspects of the family violence service system. 
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� The resourcing of specific initiatives to address issues for women with 

disabilities that can serve as ‘beacons’ of good practice. 

 

� The resourcing and further strengthening of existing specialist, 

disability and family violence advocacy services and peak bodies (such 

as VWDN AIS, DVRCV and DV Vic) to expand their capacity to provide 

advice, secondary consultation and education to the family violence 

service response system. 

 

2. Active participation by women with disabilities 
 
2.1 That the human rights and social justice principle that groups (including 

women with disabilities) be provided avenues to actively participate in policy 

and decision-making bodies in respect to violence against women be 

respected and upheld by the appointment of at least one woman with 

disability to each violence-related policy and decision making body. 

 

2.2 That women with disabilities be resourced to represent their concerns in key 

advisory, governance and planning forums at national, state, regional and 

local levels, in accordance with the human rights principles of equality, 

human dignity, mutual respect, participation, accountability, equity, access, 

empowerment and freedom from violence.  

 

3. Service delivery 
 
3.1 That an audit of crisis accommodation (refuges, shelters, outreach and 

associated support services) is undertaken to establish accessibility and 

service issues regarding women and children with disabilities. 

 

3.2 That secure, affordable, long-term accommodation is made available to 

women and children with disabilities experiencing violence. 

 

3.3 That an emergency supported care fund is established for women and 

children with disabilities when their caregiver is arrested or removed from the 

home. 

 

3.4 That intensive case management is promoted as a method of working with 

women with disabilities within practice forums. 

 

4. Cross-sector collaboration and capacity building 
 
4.1 That leadership at statewide, regional and local levels encourages the 

building of relationships, capacity and exchange of respective expertise 

between disability, family violence and the broader community sectors. This 

might, for example, include linking together Rural and Metro Access workers, 

the integrated family violence networks, and the Local Area Service 

Networks. The capacity building work needs to be investigated and supported 

by the SAFER Research Program. 

 

4.2 That the government allocates specific resources for the development of 

cross-sector relationships and pathfinder projects between the family violence 

and disability sectors. 
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4.3 That the government supports, and disseminates information about, good 

practice developments in the area of disability and family violence that 

emerge in response to local circumstances.  

 

4.4 That ongoing support (and funding) is provided for good practice ‘beacon’ 

developments which provide the platform for leadership and positive 

developments across the sector. 

 

4.5 That local services take responsibility for developing interagency collaboration 

at a local level between the disability and family violence sectors. 

 

4.6 That services take advantage of the Victorian Government’s initiative 

(through DPCD’s Office for Disability) to resource health and community 

agencies to develop disability action plans and that the Office for Disability 

and Family Violence Unit within DPCD monitor these developments. 

 

5. Information and communication 
 
5.1 That all services develop accessible information, with procedures in place to 

ensure requests for information in alternative formats are provided in a 

timely manner that (a) provide family violence information to women with 

disabilities and (b) provide information about access to programs and 

facilities for women with disabilities.  

 

5.2 That prevention strategies for people with disabilities, including programs on 

healthy relationships, which are currently lacking, be considered as part of 

the Victorian Government’s violence prevention program. 

 

6. Data collection 
 
That key agencies, such as courts, police and SAAP services review and improve 

data collection processes in the following ways: 

 

6.1 Women are asked: (a) do they have a disability and (b) what information 

about their particular needs as clients with disabilities does the agency need 

to know in order to provide a service? This would include recording if a client 

requires: accessible accommodation; supported accommodation; personal 

care assistance; Auslan interpreter; Independent Third Person; an advocate; 

a communication assistant; independent living; case management; 

brokerage; more time in which to communicate; or any other support needs 

in relation to the clients’ disabilities.  

 

6.2 Data identifies experiences of violence and the nature of disability of 

participants/clients at agency, regional, state and national policy levels. 

 

6.3 Data is disaggregated according to gender, age, sexuality, cultural and 

linguistic background, Aboriginal and Torres Strait Islander status, and nature 

of disability (for example, physical, hearing, vision, speech and/or cognitive 

impairment an/or mental illness). The presence of multiple disabilities needs 
to be recorded for each person. 

 

6.5 The category of ‘carer’ is provided when collecting data about the relationship 

between a victim and a perpetrator. 
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6.6 Auslan is incorporated in language categories along with other non-English 

languages. 

 

6.7 Existing data is further analysed to explore reasons for – and policy issues 

indicated by – the difference in access to housing and accommodation for 

women with disabilities experiencing violence compared with other groups 

seeking access to housing and accommodation. 

 

7. Family violence sector standards, codes and   

guidelines 
 
7.1 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines include in their 

shared understanding of family violence an acknowledgement of the diverse 

domestic arrangements in which it occurs and recognise the potential for 

carers to be perpetrators of violence against women with disabilities. 

 

7.2 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines include 

information about supporting women and children with disabilities throughout 
the document and also include a dedicated section about supporting women 

and children with disabilities.  

 

7.3 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines discuss the 

importance of collecting disability data. This needs to include information 

about ‘victims’, ‘perpetrators’, any children involved and the nature of 

disability (including the presence of multiple disabilities). 

 

7.4 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines discuss the 

importance of collecting information about particular needs of clients with 

disabilities so that the agency can provide a service. This would include 

recording if a client requires: accessible accommodation; supported 

accommodation; attendant care; Auslan interpreter; Independent Third 

Person; advocate; communication assistant; independent living; case 

management; brokerage; more time in which to communicate; or any other 

support needs in relation to the clients’ disabilities. 

 

7.5 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines identify the 

‘presence of a disability’ as part of the common risk assessment procedure. 

 

7.6 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines explicitly 

discuss the provision of information in accessible formats with procedures in 

place to ensure requests for information in alternative formats are provided 

in a timely manner and what inclusive communication practices entail. This 

means using a range of methods of communication (for example, in gaining 

and recording consent) including: 

� Clear standard print (Vision Australia’s guidelines recommend at 

least 12 point font, preferably Arial or Univers) or large print (Large 

Print as recommended by the Round Table for the Print Disabled in 

18 point, but users may have their own preferences) 

� Audio on CD (CDA or DAISY CDs), mp3 files on a website for 

downloading (Vision Australia can provide information regarding 

suitable audio formats) 

� Braille 

� Format accessible to people with cognitive disabilities, for example, 

Easy English and Plain English 

� TTY and SMS 
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� Electronic text in CD in conjunction with access software, for 

example,  Braille printer, voice synthesiser 

� Electronic text in email in conjunction with access software 

� Accessible websites (Vision Australia can provide guidelines). 

 

7.7 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines explicitly 

discuss the issue of physical accessibility of services and programs for 

clients with disabilities. There needs to be an endorsement of the principles 

of universal design whereby all future products, environments and 

communications should be designed to consider the needs of the widest 

possible array of users. 

 

7.8 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines discuss 

explicitly the development of cross-sectoral collaboration, partnerships and 

protocols between family violence and disability sectors at local and regional 

levels. 

 

7.9 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines provide a 

context to supporting women and children with disabilities by demonstrating 

awareness of the relevant disability legislation and other useful resources. 

This includes: 

� Legislation that makes it unlawful to discriminate against people 

with disabilities (the Commonwealth Disability Discrimination Act 
1992, the Victorian Equal Opportunity Act 1995) 

� Legislation that protects the rights and responsibilities of people 

with disabilities (Victoria’s The Disability Act 2006 and the Charter 
of Human Rights and Responsibilities Act 2006) 

� The UN Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities 

� WWDA’s 2007 More than just a ramp: a guide for women’s refuges 
to develop disability act action plans 

� The Disability Discrimination Act (1992) 
� VWDN AIS’ online resource collection 

www.vwdn.org.au/clearinghouse.htm 

� DVRCV’s webpage on disability and family violence 

www.dvrcv.org.au  

 

7.10 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines are informed by 

a gender perspective on family violence and disability. 

 

7.11 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines are informed by 

a human rights/social justice perspective on family violence and disability. 

 

7.12 That family violence sector standards, codes and guidelines discuss the 

need for workforce development to include disability awareness training in 

relation to family violence. 

 

8. Workforce development 
 
That funding agreements require workforce development strategies that give 

particular consideration to identifying the need for strengthening and furthering 

training, and: 

 

8.1  That family violence is made a compulsory component of all of the TAFE 
community sector profession courses (Certificate IV) and includes a focus on 

disability and violence. Additionally, training on violence against women 

needs to include education about women with disabilities being at greater 
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risk of being targets of violence and thus incorporate how to respond to 

women with disabilities in all generic training programs. This will ensure a 

maximum number of family violence workers have access to skills and 

expertise on supporting women with disabilities; 

 

8.2  That the Strategic Framework for Family Violence Reform incorporates and 

sustains the disability and family violence training currently being offered. 

For example, there needs to be ongoing funding of training programs for 

disability workers (such as DHS’ Women with a Disability Family Violence 
Learning Program and associated practice forums); 

 

8.3  That training programs emphasise and explore the ramifications of the fact 

that women with disabilities experience violence in diverse residential 

settings; 

 

8.4  That government provides funding to enable education about family 

violence and its impact on women and children with disabilities to be 

incorporated into the training of the judiciary, lawyers, and court officials;  

 

8.5  That the relevant legislative frameworks for disability and family violence 

are incorporated into the training of workers in the disability and family 

violence sectors; 

 

8.6 That all domestic and family violence workers are trained to respond to the 

needs of all women, including women with disabilities, and that they 

develop policies to ensure access and non-exclusion from service provision; 

 

8.7 That the promotion of training in relation to marginalised issues needs 

leadership from managers and strong support from regional coordinators 

and word of mouth. 

 

9. Monitoring, research and evaluation 
 
9.1 That a statewide research project be undertaken in order to understand the 

help-seeking experiences of women with disabilities living with violence and 

the experiences of family violence workers in supporting women with 

disabilities across metropolitan, rural and remote areas. 

 

9.2  That statewide research be undertaken in order to ascertain the prevalence 

and extent of violence against women and children with disabilities in the 

full range of residential settings. 

 

9.3  That monitoring and evaluation of the impact of the Victorian family 

violence reform initiatives on supporting women with disabilities 

experiencing violence be undertaken, as part of the SAFER Research 

Program. 

 

9.4  That women with disabilities are prioritised in the development of the 

Victorian Family Violence Prevention Plan and in its implementation at policy 

and practice levels. 

 

9.5 That further research, possibly through the SAFER Research Program, is 

undertaken to investigate the extent to which women with disabilities are 

offered an exclusion condition in an Intervention Order and how their safety 

(and that of their children) can be assured.  
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10. National-level recommendations 
 
The preceding recommendations are Victorian-focused. The recommendations 

below are identified for consideration at the national level. 

 

10.1 That a national strategy on violence against women with disabilities be 

developed that would include: 

� Raising community awareness about violence against women with 

disabilities in diverse domestic and residential settings. This should be 

underpinned by a consistent definition of family violence across 

Australian jurisdictions that include carers as potential perpetrators of 

violence. 

� That a national research project be undertaken in order to: ascertain 

the prevalence and extent of violence against women and children 

with disabilities in the full range of residential settings; and 

understand the help-seeking experiences of women with disabilities 

living with violence and the experiences of family violence workers in 

supporting women with disabilities. 

� The continued dissemination of information in a range of alternative 

formats at national, statewide, regional and local levels. 

� Professional and educational development in universities and TAFEs 

across all relevant sectors. 

� A national research and service mapping project about the needs of 

women with disabilities living with violence to identify gaps for 

additional resources. 

� The establishment of national monitoring and evaluative processes to 

measure the prevalence and nature of violence against women and 

children with disabilities. 

� The establishment of a national data collection snapshot to provide 

data on women with disabilities within domestic and family violence 

statistics. 

 

10.2 That a national audit of SAAP-funded services (including women’s refuges, 

shelters, outreach and support services) be conducted with a particular 

focus on accessibility for women with disabilities experiencing violence. 

 

10.3 That a research methodology, that provides a model to capture data 

inclusive of women with disabilities and their concerns, be developed and 

promoted to relevant data collection and research bodies, for example 

Australian Bureau of Statistics.  

 

10.4 That the Commonwealth Government’s homelessness strategy gives 

recognition to the high level of homelessness for women with disabilities 

experiencing violence (and people with disabilities, more generally).  

 

10.5 That the above recommendations be overseen by a national working party 

on violence against women with disabilities and linked to the National 

Council to Reduce Violence Against Women and Children. 

 

10.6 That women with disabilities be resourced to represent their concerns and 

actively participate in key policy and decision-making bodies in respect to 

violence against women at national level, in accordance with the human 

rights principles of equality, equity, access, participation, empowerment and 

accountability.  
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 Introduction         
 

 

 

 

 

 

This report presents research completed for the Victorian Women with Disabilities 

Network Advocacy Information Service (VWDN AIS). The VWDN AIS is a program 

developed in partnership between Victorian Women With Disabilities Network 

(VWDN) and Women’s Health Victoria (WHV). The VWDN is a network of women 

with disabilities who represent key issues of concern to women with disabilities in 

Victoria. The WHV is the statewide women’s health service, which advocates for 

women and works with other organisations for better health outcomes for 

women. VWDN AIS invited the Alfred Felton Research Program at The University 

of Melbourne and the Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria (DVRCV) as 

strategic partners to undertake this research.4 The purpose of the research was to 

analyse the extent to which current Victorian family violence policy and practice 

recognises and provides for women with disabilities who experience violence.  

Research was conducted from December 2007 to June 2008.  

 

The report is directed primarily to family violence policy makers and service 

providers in Victoria. 

1.1 Background to the research 

There is a dearth of awareness and knowledge in Australia and overseas about 

the nature and prevalence of violence against women with disabilities. There is 

even less about the help-seeking experiences of women with disabilities who have 

lived with violence, and the gaps in - and accessibility to - the relevant support 

services.  

 

Knowing this, the VWDN AIS committed to address violence against women with 

disabilities as one of its core tasks. In 2007, VWDN AIS’ A Framework for 
Influencing Change: responding to violence against women with disabilities was 
launched and funding secured from the Reichstein Foundation to undertake a 5 

month research project to ‘build the evidence’ about the status of service 

provision, data collection, standards relevant to the family violence sector, 

workforce development needs, and monitoring and evaluation with regard to 

women with disabilities. Further funding was received from DHS, which permitted 

the extension of the project to 6 months. 

Scope of the research 

Working in conjunction with relevant Victorian services, government departments 

and universities, the research involved bringing together information on how 

services respond to women with disabilities: 

� A literature review to ascertain the incidence and nature of violence 

against women with disabilities; 

� The identification of legislation and Human Rights conventions and their 

implications for relevant services; 

� Interviews with women with disabilities who have experienced violence - 

and workers (in specialist family violence agencies and family violence 

                                                 
4 Formerly called the Domestic Violence and Incest Resource Centre (DVIRC), it is now the 

Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria (DVRCV). 

 1 
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programs in mainstream agencies) - to document the processes of help-

seeking; 

� Identification of positive developments in service delivery by the family 

violence sector with regard to women with disabilities experiencing 

violence; 

� The identification and analysis of current data collection processes by 

government and relevant sectors; 

� The identification of relevant current family violence sector standards and 

an analysis of what they have to say about supporting women with 

disabilities; 

� Documentation of the workforce development needs and training 

initiatives of the family violence sector and, where feasible, the disability 

sector; 

� Documentation of recommendations for future policy, practice, research 

and evaluation. 

1.2 Aim of the research 

The project aimed to work with government, universities and the relevant family 

violence and disability sectors to bring together a body of evidence from which 

recommendations could be made that would help improve family violence service 

responses to women with disabilities experiencing violence. 

 

In addition, the outcomes of the project aim to inform the implementation of 

Victoria’s Integrated Family Violence Reform and contribute to the evaluation of 

the Integrated Family Violence Reform Strategy. 

1.3 Approach to the research 

A participatory approach to the research was taken, meaning that – to the extent 

it was feasible given time constraints – efforts were made to enable participants 

to provide feedback and thus be involved in shaping the research, its findings and 

recommendations. 

Sources of information 

There were a number of sources of information for this research.  

 

Documentary analysis 

� A national and international search and review of literature relating to 

access to services for women with disabilities experiencing violence, the 

nature and prevalence of violence against women with disabilities, and 

relevant legislation and human rights conventions (see section 2). 

� Quantitative data on violence against women with disabilities in Australia 

and Victoria was examined with a particular focus on data collection 

processes and what data is – and is not – collected (section 5).  

� Eight family violence sector documents (service standards, codes of 

practice and practice guidelines) relevant to supporting women with 

disabilities experiencing violence were analysed with a view to identifying 

gaps in relation to supporting women with disabilities (see section 6). 

� Documents detailing positive developments relating to family violence and 

women with disabilities in other Australian jurisdictions (i.e. beyond 

Victoria) and overseas (see section 8). 
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Women with disabilities who had experienced violence 

Four women were interviewed during April and May with a view to exploring each 

woman’s experience of seeking help from services to deal with the violence (see 

section 3). The women interviewed lived in private residential or public housing 

situations; that is, none were living in institutional settings. 

 

Family violence workers 

At least thirty family violence workers were consulted prior to and during this 

project and were pleased to have their views incorporated into this report (see 

section 4), including:  

� Fifteen rural and metropolitan workers who participated in semi-structured 

interviews conducted in 2007, prior to its commencement (see section 4); 

� Three workers based in Cardinia-Casey who participated in a focus group 

in March 2008, as a follow-up to issues raised by their colleagues in the 

2007 interviews (see section 4); 

� Family violence workers were consulted in the course of mapping training 

initiatives around violence and women with disability (see section 7) and 

positive developments in supporting women with disabilities (see section 

8);5 

� Attendees at Domestic Violence Victoria’s (DV Vic) practice development 

forums in February and May and at a meeting of Rural and MetroAccess 

disability workers at DHS in April which provided further opportunities to 

understand worker perspectives.  

 

Key stakeholders 

Key stakeholders with a particular interest in the findings of this project include: 

women with disabilities, the Department of Human Services, Department of 

Planning and Community Development, Department of Justice, Victoria Police, 

Courts, the family violence peak body, Domestic Violence Victoria (DV Vic), and 

the resource body, Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria (DVRCV), family 

violence specialist services, family violence workers in mainstream or generic 

services (such as community health services), disability services, and The 

University of Melbourne. 

 

The Project Team has been involved in bringing issues of concern regarding 

women with disabilities experiencing violence to a number of current family 

violence projects, including: 

� Framework Reference Group (CRAF, DPCD) 

� Victorian Family Database Project (DoJ) 

� Benchmark data project (DPCD) 

� Family Violence Learning Program for workers in disability and family 

violence (DHS). 

 

The Project’s Reference Group 

Government and non-governmental staff from bodies and programs associated 

with the integrated family violence service system were invited to join the 

Project’s Reference Group. This included staff from the Department of Justice; the 

Family Violence Coordination Unit and Office of Disability in Planning and 

Community Development; Children, Youth and Families, Office of Housing and 

Disability in Human Services; and Victoria Police. We also had membership from 

the peak body for domestic violence agencies (Domestic Violence Victoria), a 

regional leadership position (represented by the Grampians Regional Integrated 

Family Violence Leadership Coordinator); a metropolitan family violence outreach 

service (represented by Eastern Domestic Violence Outreach Service), and the 

Health Promotions Officer of Cardinia-Casey Community Health Service, who had 

                                                 
5 These two components of the Building the Evidence Project were undertaken by Chris 

Jennings of the Domestic Violence Resource Centre Victoria. 
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been involved in consultations with family violence workers in a collaborative 

project with VWDN AIS in mid 2007; and the Project’s research team (see 

steering group).  

 

The purpose of the Reference Group was for members to: 

� Provide advice to the project team in the development of the project; 

� Share information with regard to violence against women and to identify 

issues of concern for women with disabilities and current policy and 

service delivery initiatives within their respective organisational networks; 

� Advise on and assist with the dissemination of findings. 

 

Given that a number of the report recommendations relate to government 

departments and agencies, Victorian Government representatives on the 

Reference Group limited their advice to comments regarding factual and technical 

information contained in the draft reports. Subsequently, the recommendations 

contained in the report reflect the views of the Victorian Women with Disabilities 

Network Advocacy Information Service, not the Victorian Government. 

 

Project steering group 

The Project’s Steering Group was comprised of the Executive Officer of the VWDN 

AIS, Keran Howe, who was responsible for the overall coordination of the project; 

Professor Cathy Humphreys, Alfred Felton Chair in Social Work at The University 

of Melbourne; the Coordinator of the Research, Lucy Healey; Chris Jennings, 

Violence and Women with Disabilities Project at the Domestic Violence Resource 

Centre Victoria; and the Project’s Research Officer, Felicity Julian. The team met 

regularly for the duration of the project. 

1.4 Limitations to the research 

Budget constraints limited the timeframe in which the research was to be 

completed and narrowed the scope of the investigation. 

 

A pragmatic decision was made to narrow the scope of the research to focus on 

the family violence sector, wherever possible. However, opportunities were taken 

to raise awareness about the issue of violence against women with disabilities in 

the disability sector and collaborate with government initiatives in this regard. 

 

We were unable to consult with as many women as we had hoped. Our passage 

through The University of Melbourne’s human research ethics committee to seek 

approval to consult with women with disabilities was smooth but protracted, and 

so we were not able to begin the process of contacting women until we had 

entered the second half of the project, thereby constraining the time available to 

consult with women with disabilities. The process of screening women for 

eligibility, arranging interview times and debriefing takes time and cannot be 

hurried. 

1.5 Language and definitions 

There is little consensus on the terms used to describe violence against women 

and children. ‘Family violence’, ‘domestic violence’, ‘family and domestic 

violence’, or ‘intimate partner violence’ are used in different services, policy 

contexts, research and communities. 

 

The VWDN AIS (and other advocacy groups) have been concerned that whatever 

the term, it needs to encapsulate the diverse domestic and residential 

arrangements in which unrelated people, including women with disabilities, may 

be living together in intimate (not necessarily sexual), family and/or care 
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arrangements. The potential for power and control over women with disabilities in 

such relationships is a complex phenomenon that has yet to be fully heard in the 

public domain from the perspective of women with disabilities. 

 

The term ‘family violence’ is mostly used in this report as it has become common 

usage in Victorian government policy and legislation, and increasingly in the non-

government sector, though not without its critics. 

 

The Victorian Government is currently working toward an expanded definition of 

family violence in new family violence legislation that will incorporate the 

experiences of people with disabilities living with violence, (for example, see the 

most recent media release from the Office of the Attorney-General on 24 June, 

2008, titled ‘Family Violence Protection Bill to Support Victims’; and 13 August 

2007).6 

 

For the purposes of this report, the term ‘family violence’ is understood, for the 

most part, as perpetrated by men exerting power and control over women and 

children, involving: 

 

Violent, threatening, coercive or controlling behaviour that occurs in current or 
past familial, domestic or intimate relationships…This encompasses not only 
physical injury but direct or indirect threats, sexual assault, emotional and 
psychological torment, economic control, property damage, social isolation 
and behaviour which causes a person to live in fear (VLRC 2006: 15, note 9). 

 

The integrated family violence service system is understood as being comprised 

of three key arenas of service: 

� Specialist family violence services including: case management, practical 

support and counselling, housing (SAAP), peer support, Healing Centres, 

Indigenous family violence initiatives, the Men’s Referral Service; 

� Mainstream services, including: education, healthcare, mental health, drug 

and alcohol, legal, family, disability; 

� Legal and statutory services, including: police intervention, courts, 

correctional services, child protection services (DVC 2007: 9). 

 

                                                 
6 For media release of 24 June 2008, see 

http://www.dpc.vic.gov.au/domino/Web_Notes/newmedia.nsf/798c/798c8b072d117a01ca

256c8c0019bb01/2493d2dcd9715e0aca257472008397ac!OpenDocument see 

http://www.dpc.vic.gov/au/domino/Web_Notes/newmedia.nsf/798c8b072d117a01ca256c8

c0091bb01/9f3c8bca0ea3c78aca257336007c691f!OpenDocument  
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*Diagram showing entry points to the integrated family violence service system 

(Source: DVC 2007:9) 

 

1.6 Outline of report 

The following section, section two, incorporates a literature review of the relevant 

issues concerning violence against women with disabilities. It begins with a 

discussion about the implications of different understandings of disability and the 

significance of a human rights approach before moving to discussions about the 

incidence and nature of violence, and responses to it in the context of services, 

and Federal and Victorian State Government policy. 

 

Section three explores the experiences of Victorian women with disabilities in 

seeking assistance from the family violence response system. 

 

Section four engages in a similar exploration but from the perspective of workers’ 

experiences of supporting women with disabilities in the family violence response 

system. 

 

Section five focuses on data collection by government and relevant sectors 

concerning disability and violence against women and provides an analysis of 

current, publicly available data on violence against women with disabilities in 

Victoria. 

 

Section six focuses on eight standards, codes and guidelines that we identified as 

being relevant to the family violence response system with a view to analysing 

what they have to say about supporting women with disabilities.  

 

Section seven examines workforce developments and training initiatives in the 

family violence sector and, where feasible, the disability sector for the preceding 

and following years. It begins, however, with a discussion of some earlier 

developments in family violence training that were outcomes of the Statewide 

Steering Committee to Reduce Family Violence. 



Building the Evidence 

 

 

30 

 

Section eight documents a number of positive developments in services’ 

responses to women with disabilities experiencing violence. It begins with four 

examples in Victoria and then provides briefer outlines of developments in 

jurisdictions beyond Victoria: elsewhere in Australia, the UK, Canada and the US. 

 

The final substantive section provides a brief conclusion to the report. As each 

section concludes with either a brief summary or conclusion along with 

recommendations, we have not repeated recommendations in this final section. 

Instead, the full list of recommendations is included in the Executive Summary. 

 

A list of references and appendices referred to throughout the report are 

presented in the final pages of the report. 


